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In the west, meanwhile, new rivals had appeared to dispute
Assyrian expansion in that direction and prevent their obtain-
ing access to the 'Upper Sea'. The coastal cities of the
Phoenician traders, including Tyre and Sidon, were growing
yearly more prosperous and powerful, while a new wave of
Semitic nomads had gradually formed a chain of states through
Palestine and Syria to the upper Euphrates. In the south
were the Biblical Hebrews, who had arrived, after their
sojourn in the Sinai desert, at about the time of the Hyksos
kings in Egypt, and further north the Arameans, who had
already come to be referred to as Syrians, and were now
building luxurious royal cities, such as Damascus, from which
to direct their energetic commercial activities.

One of the Arameans' most important contributions to Near-
Eastern progress at this time was a linguistic one. By 1000 B.C.
they were using alphabetic writing, which they had borrowed
from the Phoenicians. It was the earliest system of writing
known which employed exclusively alphabetic signs.* Along
with the alphabet the Arameans also received the Egyptian
pen and ink, conveniences indispensable in its use. As the
Babylonian caravans had in earlier times carried cuneiform
tablets throughout western Asia, so the Aramean caravans,
with their bills and receipts, began to carry through the same
region the alphabet which was to displace cuneiform syllables.
It passed down the Euphrates, to Persia and the south Asiatic
lands, and even to the frontiers of India, to furnish at length ,
even the Indian peoples with their alphabet,1^4 The other
remarkable accomplishment of the Aramean states was that
they succeeded in holding the Assyrians at bay for the best
part of three centuries.

Owing to the chance discovery among Assyrian records of
a carefully kept list of magistracies, going back as far as the
year 893 B.C., it is from that year that accurately dated history
may be said to begin. In this way, we know that Ashur-nasir-
-pal II, one of the first great Assyrian conquerors, reigned
from 883-59 B.C. Under his leadership the military ambitions
of Assyria finally burst forth with irresistible force, and the
foundations were laid of a new Assyrian empire, far exceeding
that of Tiglath-pileser I or any of his predecessors of Ashur.

* An older alphabetic script was found at Ras Shamra and dated from
about 1400 B.C.